The pastor as facilitator in the process of grief therapy, 1984 by Holmes, W.T. (Author)
Senior Essay
The Pastor As Facilitator in the Process of Grief Therapy
Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the













II. Definition of Grief p.l
Ill. The Role of the Pastor p. 1
IV. Feel ings of Sharing p. 3
V . Feelings of Anger p. 3
VI . Grieving As aProcess
of Healing p. 4
VII . Death As AnAdult Crisis p. 5
VIII . Anticipatory Grief p. 6
IX . Grief Caused by the
Break up of Long-tern
Relationships P. 9
p. 13X Conclusion
The Pastor As Facilitator In The
Process of Grief Therapy
I n t roduction
This paper will explore the role of the pastor in the
process of grief therapy. For working purposes three examples
of loss will be explored: the first two will be of grief
caused by the death of loved ones; the third will be of grief
caused by the breakup of a long-term marriage.
The responses of the three ministers involved will be
narrated.
Several of the psychological factors will be listed and
explored, and some suggested steps to be taken by the pastor
to facilitate the healing process through appropriate counseling
to enable the grief stricken person to get on with the process
of living will be suggested.
Grief is expressed in many ways. The Pastor who is trained
in grief Counseling can aid the griever in coming to a resolution
of one's grief.
The Pastor As Facilitator in the Process of Grief Therapy
Grief is an experience that cones to most of us sometime dur¬
ing our lives. David K. Switzer in his book The Dynamics of
Grief, Defines grief as an emotional reaction to the death of an
emotionally significant person.^ This definition can be expanded
to include the loss of an emotionally significant person through
a broken relationship.
Carl G. Carlozzi, in his book, Death and Contemporary Man:The
Crisis of Terminal Illness, quotes Edgar Jackson who says that
grief is'’the emotion that is involved in the work of mourning,
whereby a person seeks to disengage himself from the demanding re¬
lationship that has existed and to reinvest his emotional capital
in new and productive directions for the health and welfare of his
I uture li.e in society. that the pastor responds to the
needs of a grieving person often sets the tone or stage for a heal¬
thy or unhealthy grieving process. The pastor is one of the pro¬
fessional people most frequently in personal touch with the be¬
reaved person. His major concern is that of understanding the
grief situation and seeking to be supportive to the person involved
in this emotional distress. The amount ofnergy expended by the pas¬
tor depends upon the level of grief or anxiety that the bereaved
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'IS experiencing. The question that he has to ask in each situation
David K. Switzer, The Dynamics of Grief: Its Source, Pain,
and Healing(Nashville: Abingdon Press. 1970) p.179
^Carl G. Carlozzi, Death and Contemporary Man: The Crisis
of Terminal 111 ness(Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1968) p.50.
^Switzer, op.cit. p.47
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is "VJhat can I as a pastor do to help this grieving person work
through this grief in a healthy uay?" This question faces many
pastors many times during their ministry.
The pastor has to aid the grieving person to "let Go' of the
grief and to begin to build a new life. He may use his support
group vnthin the church to aid him. This support group would con¬
sist of people who had or are undergoing similar crises within
their own lives.Another technique he may use is individual coun¬
seling wherein the person is encouraged to pour out his inner emo¬
tions to be analyzed iTO.TTjudgnrental ly. This method is useful in
providing an outlet for the pent up emotions within the grieving
person. This enables the person to begin to "let go" without feel¬
ing guilty. Edward P. Wimberly, in his book. Pastoral Care in the
Church , says that in "grief work, the essential task is to accept
the fact that the deceased has gone, never to return.... Express¬
ing the feeling of loss helps the person to let go of the deceased
4
and return to a meaningful life again".
The role of the pastor in the process of grief counseling is one
of strength, confessor and anchor unto which the grieving person
can transfer his own personal doubts, guilt, hostility, and resent-
5
ment. He has the responsibility to mirror God's love for God's
creation. He has to meet the grieving person with an incarnate
trust and confidence that meets the fact of death head on.
^'Edward P. Wimberly, Pastoral Care in the Black Church(Nashville
Abingdon Press, 1979) p.62.
^Carlozzi, op.cit. p.53.
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The pastor tnaybe instrumental in shaping our grief process.
Winberly in his book Pastoral Care in the Black Church cited
an incident v^here the minister during the eulogy set the tone for
the grieving process at the funeral for a young nan who had died
tragically. The minister had had a close personal relationship
with the young nan. This made the eulogy very painful for the min¬
ister to prepare. In working through his own sense of loss the
pastor began to share his emotions with the mourners. As he re¬
vealed his feelings of shock and loss, he set the tone for the con¬
gregation to mourn their loss. It was a shared sense of grief^
On the other hand, the minister can elicit the feeling of anger
toward the decedent during the eulogy. A case in point occurred in
July 1982, in Greenville, South Carolina. In was enrolled in a ba¬
sic quarter of C.P.E. That summer. I was assigned part-time to the
chaplaincy department of the Greenville Hospital system. The victim
was an employee of the same hospital system, but was assinged to the
engineering department of another nearby hospital.
On July 25, a Thursday night, the city was struck by a torrential
rainstorm that left many streets flooded, and sections of the city
without electricity. John and his date Mary( not their real names)
were stranded in the street by the floodwaters. They managed to
escape from their car only to have John lose his footing and be
swept down a storm drain. His body was recovered four days later two
miles from town. During the graveside services the presiding min¬
ister evoked anger from the mourners toward the decedent. He blamed




ers having to be attending the graveside services in the first place.
The ninister went on in this vein for forty ninutes, afterwhich he
gave a call to d i sc i p1esh i p . The employees attending the funeral were
furious with the minister. They knew that this minister's teachings
had caused John and his wife to be divorced a year earlier. These
hospital employees requested that the chaplains hold a memorial ser¬
vice at the hospital so that could grieve for the man that they had
known. Two of the chaplains had attended the service and felt the
same way as the employees who attended the service. They readily a-
greed to conduc t a memorial service. During the memorial the chap¬
lains began by reflecting on the life of John as they had known. They
spoke of John's humanness, and his frailties. They spoke of him as
they had known him at work. This helped John's co-workers to say good¬
bye to him in a way that helped to relieve their burden of grief.
The process of grieving promotes healing which enables the family
to begin life anew.^ Grieving gets rid of the pressure of the emo¬
tions that are bottled up within a person. Grieving is the process
whereby one is able to let go of the departed individual and to be¬
gin to put the pieces back together to get on with the business of
living again. "Grief then is a gift with the human situation, and
its value lies in the way in which each individual uses it- that is,
he can sorro'w as one who has no hope or he can sorrow as one who pos¬
sesses a confident hope that death is but a portal through which one
Q




Evelyn E. Whirehead, and Janes D. Whitehead, in their book, Christ¬
ina Life Patterns , list death as an adult crisis. They also list
three stages of the crisis. These stages are entry, duration, and
resolution. The entry stage is the incident of crisis. The duration
is the time that it takes to work through the crisis. The length of
time that it takes to work through the grieving is from six months
to two years. The resolution is the way that one goes about arriving
at the solution to the crisis in one's life. The pastor usually be¬
comes involved shortly after the entry stage. His task is to under¬
stand the crisis and to insure that the duration is not prolonged. His
task is to assist the griever in working through the stages to the
point where one is ready to pick up the pieces and to begin living a-
gain. The pastor can facilitate this in several ways. He can be a
sympathetic listener, letting the griever talk out the bottled up feel¬
ings. He can be the father confessor, letting the mourner vent his feel¬
ings of guilt. Without preaching to the mourner, the pastor can be
tiiere to help explain God's action in the crisis situation, and to
assure the mourner that God is still there in the midst of the crisis.
At the same time the pastor should be cognizant of his limitations. When
it is obvious that the pastor cannot help the person work toward a re¬
solution, then he should have referral sources at hand to 'which he nay
refer the client.
Another facet of grief is anticipatory grief. There are several re¬
cognizable reactions to this type of grief. They are anger, denial,
^ Evelyn E. Whitehead, and James D. Whitehead, Christian Life
Patterns (Garden City, New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., TMZ) p.35
depression, acceptance, shock, and numbness just to list a fev;
of the responses. The anger nay cone v/hen a favorite relative is
stricken while the trouble making member of the family is spared.
The reaction can be " Why didn't God take him and leave her instead?"
Or " Why does he have to die now?" There are many other reactions. At
this time the pastor who has been trained in grief counseling can be
invaluable in worl^ing out a reconciliation between the family and the
dying member by creating an atmosphere whereby they may come to an un¬
derstanding with their own feelings]^ He may be able to get the fam¬
ily and the terminally ill member to talk frankly about their situ¬
ation and to prepare for the inevitable. The goal of anticipatory grief
is to create an openness wherin the dying member and the family can be¬
gin the process of reconciliation and wholeness again.Kubler-Ross,
Death and Dying, says " To be a (counselor) to a dying (person) makes
us aware of the uniqueness of each individual in this vast sea of hu-
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manity." The pastor tries not to become too emotionally involved
with the dying member. This has him walking a thin line. The dying
person may be angry with God for his condition, but has been taught
that one must not vent one's anger at God. The pastor is a represent¬
ative of God;therefore, the member can vent his anger on the minister
and on God at the same time. At this point the pastor is understand¬
ing. The understanding and knowledgeable pastor can aid the member in
working through the anger and coming to terms with the immediate sit-
^^Car 10zzi, op. cit . p.48
^ ^ ^i^id p.48
Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, Death and Dying(New York;Macmi1 Ian Pub¬
lishing Co. Inc., 1869) p.24.
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uation.
Sometines it is the anger of the family of the terminally ill per¬
son that has to be reconciled. "Why does he have to leave me now?"
they may ask. Or "Why didn't God take that person instead of this
one?" Or the member nay linger and the family may become angry at
the member for disrupting their normal routine. At this time the
pastor may help the family members to get rid of their guilt. He
helps the family to understand that these feelings are normal. He
may put the family in touch with other people who have undergone sim¬
ilar situations. These people under the leadership of the pastor may
forma suppory group to help the family get in touch vnth their feel¬
ings.
Stephen Sayne says thaf'grief is normal; grief is also, inevitably,
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se1f-centered-we are sorry for ourselves at the loss of a loved one."
At first glance this seems a harsh statement to make, in reality it
is sometimes true. We may be sorry for ourselves because we have lost
the one who has provided us with financial support, and now we have
to face the task of supporting ourselves.
In the anticipatory grief process complications sometimes set in when
the sick member makes an unexpected recovery from his illness. The
family has already mourned for the impending death of the member. The
recovered member finds that he has already been written off. Now the
pastor nay become a facilitator in reintegrating this recovered mem¬
ber into his family circle.
On the other hand, anticipatory grief can enablethe dying member
13
Carlozzi, op . cit. p.43.
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and the rest of the family to get the last minute affairs in order.
On November 1 5 , 1983 , my eighty-four year old aunt v^as stricken and
rushed to the hospital vi/here she was place in the intensive care unit.
Thedoctors diagnosed her condition as terminal. This came as a shock
to the family because until the day of her collapse, myaunt had been
very active. In fact, she was returning from work-a job which she had
held for more than fifty years.
The fatnily had four weeks to prepare for her death. She evidently
had had a premonition of her death. Two weeks before she collapsed,
she had gone to the funeral home and had bought her casket and burial
shroud. She had also arranged her affairs so that my mother and my
uncle could sign checks and take care of her business affairs with¬
out legal complications. She even told them how to proceed with the
final arrangements before she lapsed into the coma leading to her death.
During this period of her impending death, my aunt had the opportun¬
ity to talk vnth the family about her life and impending death, and to
exert a calming influence over the family.
h.
Currently mymother is still trapped in stage four of the grief ex-
perience. In thisstage one experiences breathing difficulties, lac!c
of strength, exhaustion, digestive difficulties, and "heart" prob¬
lems. In February my mother was hospitalized and placed in the cardi¬
ac care unit. All tests proved negative. She still complains of be¬
ing listless. Recently, I had my sister confer with the doctor con¬
cerning the idea of unresolved grief. He decided that this may very
well be the case as the tests show nothing that is organically wrong
with my mother. He has since changed her medication to include an
anti-depressant drug. If this does not work, he is going to recommend
a counselor for her.
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Her church does not have a pastor, and the ninister who moderates
the session is one whom she does not like very much. Therefore, he
would not be able to reach her. I do keep in touch vnth her by tele¬
phone weekly. After graduation I intend to take her on a trip to
see if thatwill help her to get on with the process of living.
The final case study deals with grief caused by the break up of a
long term marriage. The grief experienced can be just as devasta¬
ting as an actual death. The persons involved may experience a loss
of self-esteem, a sense of failure, embarrassment, loss of security,
and a sense of self-pity. All of these symptoms are apparent in the
following case. This couple who are members of the church where lam
pastor was experiencing a marital break up after thirty-three years.
My involvement covers a period from mid-March, 1983 to the present time.
This case is seemingly beyond my competence to handle, but the couple
refused to to to anyone else. I felt that the case was beyond my
ability to handle because the problem, according to the husband, has
remained unresolved since the day after the marriage. I felt that a
more experienced marriage counselor would be more effective.
Sometimes the loss caused by the breakup of a long-term marriage may
be more painful than a loss caused by death. In this case ther was
the sense of failure and embarrassment felt by the wife. Both parties
felt a sense of grief over the impending loss of the family unit and
the house that they had lived in for so long. Neither party had the
money to buy out the other party and to finish paying off the mort¬
gage. If the house were sold their college sons would have no place to
cone home to.
The husband was wallowing in self-pity. The trucking firm which he
had worked for thirty years had gone bankrupt just two years before he
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would have been eligible for a full pension. Fror: May 1982 , to
September 1982, he had had to draw unemployment, which amounted to
about one-fourth of his weekly salary. During his sons' earlier
years Mr. Y. had planned his weekend activities around them. Now
the sons were grown, he had no job, he had long ago lost true commu¬
nications with his wife. His wife had a job to go to every night.
He had nothing. He considered himself a failure. His theme song
was " No one listens to me. Everybody sympathizes with my wife."
In counseling with this couple I found myself having to walk a nar¬
row line. Mr. Y was quick to say that people were siding against
him. Aldrich and Nighswonger say that often a wife or husband pro¬
jects the whole responsibility for a marital problem onto the spouse.
In such a situation, regardless of how the pastor handles it, he will
be reported to have said that the problem is all the spouse's fault,
and that the spouse is the one who needs help.^*^
In March 1983, the wife called me here in Atlanta. Her husband had
left home two months earlier and had been living away from home every
since. The creditors were hounding Mrs. Y about the whereabouts of
Mr. Y. They v/ere threatening to repossess the house and car. I
agreed to go to Greenville that Friday to talk vnth them. Mrs Y told
her husband that I was coming to town to talk with them. He stayed
beyond my reach all that weekend.
The next weekend I located Mr. Y. by telephone. He promised to come
to church Sunday which was the next day. He did not show up. The fol-
—^ :
C. Knight Aldrich, M. D., and Carl Nighswonger, B.D.,St.M.,
A Pastoral Counseling Casebook.(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press.
MCMLXVIII.) p.80
lovnng Sunday he did show up and we talked in i.iy study for about
thirty ninutes after service. I then made an appointment to go to
bis house and talk with his wife and him the following Friday. He
kept that appointment and, as a result, stayed home for three weeks.
His excuse for leaving that tine was that he had remained home for
three weeks and that during that time his wife had not come into his
bedroom to ask him to have sex vnth her.
The issues that came forth during our home visit were that his wife
is not as sexually responsive as he would like for her to be and has
never been. Mr. Y's problems really exploded when he lost his job.
His grief over the loss of his job, his sons' interests now excluding
him were too much for him to take. As a result he sought comfort in
the arms of another woman.
In June 1983, he cut another man over this woman. He became the
object of a police manhunt for a day and a half. I continued to visit
the family and to counsel vnth them. I even went to the house where
he was staying with Kate, the other woman. Kate left the house and
Mr. Y and I talked at length. At that time he had not been to any
church for eight months. He told me that as long as he was living like
that he would not go to church. At that time he was planning to share
an apartment with his brother. If that worked out, he would come back
to church.
Shortly after my last visit with him, he moved back into the house
with his family. His wife had indicated to me that she would not
object to his returning home if he gave up Kate. Shortly after that
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Hr and Mrs. Y v/ent back together. I again visited then in their
hone. On Sunday, February 19 , 1984, Mr and Mrs. Y and their tv/o
college age sons cane to church together. That \^&s the first tine
in ten months that Mr. Y had been to any church. On the third Sun¬
day in March when I gav e the invitation to discipleship, with tears
streaming down his face, he cane forward, gave me his hand and said
that he wanted to make a statement to the church. This was not re¬
quired of him by the church.
During the tine of his estrangement, I was the link between the
family and the church. Wayne E. _0ates says in his book-The-Psy-
chology of Religion , that". . .habit and ritual are reliable ways of
stabilizing and facing the frief of separation. ...(Rituals) desensi-
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tize the power of loneliness." Mrs Y had her job and her two sons
to help her through the crisis. Mr. Y had no job, and he had cut
himself off from his family. The problems are still there. But now
they are beginning to communicate with each other. Mr Y has now found
himself a job. He is back in church and Sunday school.
My continued concern and visits to this family let then know that
I an there as pastor and as friend. As pastor I see my task as con¬
tinuing to provide opportunities for growth and healing to this fam¬
ily.
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In fariily counseling the pastor's role is often one of just get¬
ting the parties to begin talking openly to each other, and to get
their problems in tfie proper prospective so that they can be dealt
v/ith more effectively. It is through talking out the hurt that heal¬
ing sonetines takes place. The pastor has to be alert to see that
the parties do not begin with the phrase"You always...." This ac¬
cusation sets the other person on the defensive. The pastor can set
the parameters through which the dialogue will take place. In this
setting the pastor is just the facilitator of the healing process.
Grief nay manifest itself in several ways. The pastor who is aware
of thse many manifestation of grief is invaluable in providing the
therapeutic process by which this grief may be resolved in an appro-
pi a t e manner.
Grief is a normal emotion. How a person handles it makes the dif-
ference. Sometimes having some to talk with and to share one's in¬
nermost feelings without being condemned for having these feelings
helps to facilitate the process of getting rid of one's pent up emo¬
tions. The pastor may do a lot to keep this process working.
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